Free and conjugated catecholamines in patients with cirrhosis.
A defect of conjugation may play a role in the elevated plasma free norepinephrine observed in patients with cirrhosis. Plasma free, sulfoconjugated, and glucuronoconjugated catecholamine concentrations were assessed in 15 patients with cirrhosis and in 15 age-matched control subjects. Plasma free norepinephrine and epinephrine levels were significantly higher in patients with cirrhosis (481 +/- 75 and 96 +/- 16 pg/ml, respectively) than in those of the control group (307 +/- 33 and 42 +/- 10 pg/ml, p less than 0.05 and p less than 0.01, respectively). Plasma free dopamine levels were similar in both groups. Sulfoconjugated catecholamines were the predominant form in plasma from both cirrhotic patients and control subjects. The ratio of conjugated to total catecholamines was similar in the two groups. Therefore, it is unlikely that a defect in conjugation of catecholamines is contributing to the excessive plasma free norepinephrine and epinephrine concentrations found in patients with cirrhosis. Moreover, in patients with cirrhosis, no significant relation was found between plasma conjugated catecholamines and the severity of liver disease. This study shows that cirrhosis does not induce alteration in conjugation of catecholamines and that hepatocellular function is not essential for conjugation of circulating catecholamines.